
3

NAEYC Standards Considered in Chapter 1

See the Standards Correlation Matrix in the Appendix.

•	 Standard 1b: Understanding the various family and social factors 
related to the rising need for child care as part of contemporary 
influence on early development and learning (See The Growth of 
Early Childhood Education.)

•	 Standard 6e: Introduction to advocacy as part of professionalism 
(See The Growth of Early Childhood Education.)

•	 Standard 1c: Familiarity with research-based elements of quality 
in early childhood programs as these contribute to creating 
appropriate environments for young children (See Defining Quality 
in Early Childhood Programs.)

•	 Standard 6d: Being aware of the complexity of the field, and 
future issues as part of this complexity (See The Future of Early 
Childhood Education.)

The purpose of [developmentally appropriate practice] is to 
promote excellence in early childhood education by providing a 
framework for best practice. Grounded both in the research on child 
development and learning and in the knowledge base regarding 
educational effectiveness, the framework outlines practice that 
promotes young children’s optimal learning and development. 
(Copple & Bredekamp, 2009, p. 1)

The profession you are exploring through this text and the course in which you are enrolled 
is early childhood education (see the Glossary on page 415 for a listing and definition of all 
key terms). Just what is this field? What does it encompass? What does it involve? Why is it 
important? What is its place in today’s society? What is its future? There is so much to discuss 
about early childhood education, so much to share. As you begin learning about this field of 
study, the answers to some of these questions will gain greater significance and become 
more focused. This chapter presents an overview of the field of early childhood education. 
We begin this journey with a brief introduction to two basic principles of the field of early 
childhood education: developmentally appropriate practice (DAP) and the NAEYC Standards 
for Early Childhood Professional Preparation Programs, such as the academic program in 
which you are now enrolled. You will see both terms repeated throughout this book.

THE SCOPE OF AND 
NEED FOR EARLY 
CHILDHOOD EDUCATION

1

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1.1	 Explain the importance of 
developmentally appropriate 
practice (DAP) and early 
childhood standards for teachers.

1.2	 Discuss the societal factors that 
have contributed to the dramatic 
increase in programs for young 
children over the past few decades.

1.3	 Describe the purposes and settings 
of early childhood programs, 
and categorize the age groups of 
children in these programs.

1.4	 Identify the factors that must 
intersect to provide and sustain 
a good quality early childhood 
program.

1.5	 Discuss the key issues related to 
early childhood education that 
may emerge in the future.
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4    Part I  •  The WHAT of Early Childhood Education

DEVELOPMENTALLY APPROPRIATE PRACTICE 
AND EARLY CHILDHOOD STANDARDS

One of the core concepts of the field of early childhood education that will become increasingly rel-
evant to you is the importance of matching practice with what we know about the development of 
young children. This fundamental principle is termed developmentally appropriate practice (DAP; 
Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). DAP was developed collaboratively with input from many profession-
als by the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC), the largest profes-
sional organization of early childhood educators in the country (we will discuss NAEYC more fully in 
Chapter 4).

The major basis for DAP is its compelling and lasting commitment to be a strong voice for children 
(Copple & Bredekamp, 2009 ). It reflects NAEYC’s mission to promote programs for young children 
and their families that are of a high quality and that contribute positively to children’s development. 
Decisions about what is good for children are based on a general knowledge of children’s development 
and learning, understanding of each individual child in a group, and familiarity with the social and 
cultural contexts within which children are being raised. Throughout the remainder of this text, we 
will visit and revisit DAP in relation to the various topics we discuss, to emphasize its importance.

A second common thread that you will see throughout this book is the NAEYC Standards for 
Early Childhood Professional Preparation Programs (NAEYC, 2010). NAEYC is the most influential 
early childhood education organization in our country and, in that capacity, has partnered with other 
organizations to develop and define criteria that should be met by early childhood education academic 
preparation programs and the individuals who graduate from these programs. You will read more 
about this in Chapter 4.

Research shows that when early childhood professionals have specialized training and 
education, children benefit. These standards describe what early childhood professionals are 
expected to know and do, defining essential learning outcomes in professional preparation 
programs and presenting a shared vision of excellence. (NAEYC, 2010, p. 9)

It is quite likely that the program in which you are enrolled follows these standards in the classes 
and other experiences in which students are involved. For this reason, each chapter will begin with an 
overview of which standards are covered within the chapter. The identified standards are also tied to 
the learning objectives for each chapter.

Let’s begin with an in-depth look at the scope and need for early childhood education. We will 
examine early childhood education in terms of why the field has grown so rapidly in the past several 
decades, what is included in the field, how quality is defined in programs for young children, and what 
the future might hold.

THE GROWTH OF EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION

Although the importance and value of education in the early years of life has been acknowledged for 
more than 2,000 years (Lascarides & Hinitz, 2000), relatively recent factors have brought early child-
hood education to the forefront of public awareness. Fundamental changes in the economy, family life, 
public awareness, and public support have had a profound effect on early childhood education. In recent 
years, media outlets have directed a spotlight on child care. Much of their focus has been on changes 
in family life that have brought about the need for child care outside the home. These changes include 
many complex factors such as a rising cost of living, an increased number of dual-income families, an 
increase in single-parent families, an increased number of teenage parents, greater mobility as families 
move more readily to different parts of the country, and a decrease in the impact of the extended family.

The needs of working families are not the only reason early childhood has been a public focus. 
Over the past several decades, the success of publicly funded programs such as Head Start has shown 
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Chapter 1  •  The Scope of and Need for Early Childhood Education    5

us that high-quality early educational intervention can help to combat poverty and improve opportu-
nities for children who may be at risk. There has also been increased attention to the needs of special 
populations of young children, for instance, children who are disabled, abused, or culturally different 
from the mainstream population. Note that in each chapter of this book, we will focus on the rel-
evance of early childhood education to such children. In addition, recent research on the amazingly 
complex and rapid development of very young children’s brains has given us further insight into the 
importance of the early years. Finally, many professionals are outspoken and eloquent advocates for 
the rights of children.

Changes in Family Life

“Typical” family life has changed considerably since the end of World War II. Demographic infor-
mation indicates that increasing numbers of women are entering the workforce. No longer do most  
mothers stay at home to rear their young children. Economic necessity forces many families to rely on 
two paychecks because one simply does not provide for all of their financial needs. In other families, 
both parents work because of the desire for personal and professional development rather than because 
of economic need.

Whereas in 1950 only 12% of the mothers of children under 6 worked (Children’s Defense Fund, 
2000), by 2015 nearly 70% of mothers with children under age 18 were in the labor force (Working 
Mothers Issue Brief, 2016). This growth in the number of families in which both parents work has 
dramatically increased the need for child care.

Another family change that has affected the demand for child care is the increase in the number of 
single parents. Not long ago, the majority of single-parent families were created through divorce (U.S. 
Bureau of the Census, 2000). At the beginning of the millennium, 56% of the adult population was 
married and living with a spouse (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2000). The 2016 census update indicates 
that now 69% of children live with two parents (Current Population Survey, 2016). However, there 
is another, more recent trend that is affecting such figures. Single Mother Statistics (2018) notes that 
“single motherhood is now becoming the new ‘norm.’” Over the past decade, an increasing number 
of children was born outside of marriage. Of single women who have one or more children, 50% were 
never married, 29% were divorced, and 21% were separated or widowed.

In most instances, the divorced single parent who has custody of the children is the mother. A 
2017 snapshot of single-mother families shows that 81.4% of single parent families are headed by a 

BRAIN SCIENCE
LINKING QUALITY EARLY LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS WITH BRAIN SCIENCE

The brain undergoes remarkable and continuous develop-
ment after birth, and this development is particularly robust 
in the early childhood years. Most strikingly, brain cells—
neurons—become increasingly interconnected, neurons 
themselves become more complex, and the connections 
between neurons become coated with a fatty substance—
myelin—that speeds the communication between neurons 
(Lebel & Deoni, 2018). Another important component of 
brain development is the pruning that occurs as brain con-
nections that are not used or needed are trimmed away 
(Huttenlocher, 1990). This pruning is completely normal and 
makes for a more efficient brain. Much like a good Wi-Fi 
signal, the speed of brain cell connections enables children 
to engage in increasingly complex thinking, activities, and 
skills (e.g., Barnea-Goraly et al., 2015). Indeed, all aspects 

of child development have as their source the developing 
brain. What’s really cool is that the brain is not just develop-
ing on its own in a decontextualized skull. Instead, the brain 
actually relies on environmental inputs for its develop-
ment. This is both a blessing (when the environment is filled 
with supportive, language-rich, interactive experiences) 
and a curse (when the environment is deprived, abusive, 
or neglectful; Shonkoff, 2017). So, early childhood teach-
ers have the unique, and extremely important, ability to 
impact children’s brain development. High-quality learning 
environments that include warm, sensitive, and responsive 
teachers; hands-on learning experiences; exposure to rich 
language; and protection from adversity set the brain on a 
positive trajectory and may have lifelong impacts (McCoy, 
2016; Shonkoff, 2017).
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6    Part I  •  The WHAT of Early Childhood Education

mother. Nonetheless, an increasing number of fathers 
now gain custody or joint custody of their children. 
Not only will a single parent experience a significant 
decrease in income and standard of living but she or 
he will also, most likely, have to work (or work longer 
hours) to support the family. Of course, to work outside 
the home, the single parent needs to find appropriate 
child care. In addition, single parents as a group also 
include teen mothers, some still finishing their high 
school education. Today, far more teenage mothers opt 
to keep their babies than in past years. These children 
also need child care while their mothers are at school 
or work. Approximately two thirds of single mothers 
work outside the home. In 2016, the median income for 
single mothers was $35,400 while that figure jumped 
to $85,300 for married couples. Thus, single mothers 
are more likely to be poor than married-couple families 
(Single Mother Statistics, 2018).

A third change in family life is the increasing mobility of many of today’s families. Work demands 
cause some families to move away from relatives who might otherwise provide support. Family mobil-
ity involving only the small nuclear family has contributed to the declining influence of the extended 
family, a network of relatives such as grandparents, uncles and aunts, or adult brothers and sisters 
beyond the immediate family. On the other hand, one report indicates that about 20% of young 
children are, in fact, in the care of their grandparents on a regular basis for some time each week 
(NACCRRA, 2008). Furthermore, the number of grandparents who have primary responsibility 
for the care of their grandchildren is increasing. Cancino (2016) notes that this increase is in part a 
response to the opioid epidemic.

Years ago, the most prevalent form of child care was that provided by a relative. Parental and rela-
tive care, combined, continue to be most widely used for infants and toddlers, although center care for 
this age group has been increasing, and is now the norm for almost half of all preschoolers (Capizzano, 
Adams, & Sonnenstein, 2000). By 2007, nearly two thirds of all children under age 6 were in non-
parental care, with 36% in center-based care (Child Trends Data Bank, 2008). This change in family 
support is another reason for the increased demand for outside child care.

Changes such as increasing numbers of dual-income families and single-parent families, 
and a decline in the impact of the extended family, have dramatically raised the demand for 

child care and brought early childhood education to 
the forefront of public attention. “Child care is now 
as essential to family life as the automobile or the 
refrigerator. . . . [T]he majority of families, includ-
ing those with infants, require child care to support 
parental employment” (Scarr, Phillips, & McCartney, 
1990, p. 26).

Benefits of Early Childhood Education

The need for child care among working families makes 
early childhood education a topic of national promi-
nence. However, this need is not the only reason for 
early childhood education’s increasing importance. 
On a parallel track, there has been extensive discus-
sion and research about the benefits of early education 
for special populations of children and families. Thus, 
children from low-income families, children who 

Today, an increasing number of women in their childbearing years are in the 
workforce. It is estimated that more than 60% of mothers of young children work, 
requiring some form of child care for their children. Experts predict a continuing rise 
in the percentage of working mothers and children requiring care.

Research has shown that programs such as Head Start offer many positive benefits 
for children from low-income families.
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Chapter 1  •  The Scope of and Need for Early Childhood Education    7

have grown up with a language other than English, children with disabilities, and children at risk 
for other reasons have been enrolled in publicly funded programs. This trend has paralleled the 
increasing diversity of today’s families in America. Diversity can be based on numerous elements, 
including nationality, race or ethnicity, religion, social class, gender, and exceptionality (Robles de 
Melendez & Beck, 2018).

Since the mid-1960s, federal, state, and local support has increased as a result of mounting 
evidence that high-quality early childhood programs can and do make a long-term difference that 
carries into adulthood. Researchers have concluded that good early childhood programs not only 
improve the lives of the children and families involved but also result in substantial economic ben-
efits for society. Each chapter of this book includes a feature called Take a Closer Look. This feature 
in this chapter reviews some of the supporting research, especially from the field of economics. 
Although early intervention programs are expensive, their cost is more than recovered in subse-
quent years through greater success in school, decreased need for special education, lowered delin-
quency and arrest rates, and decreased welfare dependence (Barnett, 1996; Schweinhart, 2004; 
Schweinhart & Weikart, 1997). We will discuss more specific aspects of some of this research in 
Chapter 5.

Child Advocacy

A third factor that has brought early childhood education into the public consciousness is the urgency 
with which many professionals view the plight of increasing numbers of children and families. Of 
particular concern are the many families that face abject poverty, lacking the most basic necessities. 
Yet the social problems reach beyond the needs of the poor, to working parents with moderate incomes 
who are beset by the scarcity of affordable, high-quality care. Dr. T. Berry Brazelton (1990), a well-
known pediatrician and child advocate, concludes that America is failing its children because they are 
subject to more deprivations than any other segment of society. A large number of children live in pov-
erty. Yearbook 2011: The State of America’s Children reports that 18% of children in America are poor 
and that African American and Latino children are 3 times as likely to be poor as white children. The 
poverty rate for children grew by almost 20% over the first decade of the new millennium (Children’s 
Defense Fund, 2011). Further compounding the gravity of such statistics is that two thirds of cuts in 
the proposed federal budget come from programs for low- and moderate-income people (Shapiro, 
Kogan, & Cho, 2017).

In its report on child poverty in America, the Children’s Defense Fund (2018a) expresses deep 
concern about the number of children who grow up in poverty:

This is a very challenging and scary time for America’s children. As new policies threaten to 
eliminate the safety net that millions rely on to survive, the reality is millions of America’s 
children today are still suffering from hunger, homelessness and hopelessness.

Organizations such as the Children’s Defense Fund and the NAEYC view these concerns as social 
justice issues and actively advocate children’s rights. Their frequent lobbying for children’s rights 
through child advocacy in the nation’s capital has promoted legislation related to child care, manda-
tory education for children with disabilities, Head Start, health care for poor children, and other vital 
services.

The needs of children and families have come to the attention of both political leaders and the 
public through the astute efforts of those dedicated to advocating the rights of children, including 
early childhood professionals. But there is a continuing need to promote a common concern for the 
welfare of all children. Based on current trends, researchers predict that the problems facing children 
and families will intensify, the gap between the well-to-do and the poor will widen, and the number 
of children who grow up in poverty will increase (Children’s Defense Fund, 2016). In addition, recent 
actions by the U.S. Congress and the president may imperil such children even more, since these 
changes include “unprecedented cuts” to programs that support the health, nutritional, and educa-
tional well-being of poor children and families (Alcindor, 2017).
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8    Part I  •  The WHAT of Early Childhood Education

TAKE A CLOSER LOOK
CHILD CARE—A WISE ECONOMIC INVESTMENT

For a number of decades, some early childhood researchers 
have argued that high-quality child care is a good economic 
investment in our country’s future. This argument has taken on 
new urgency in recent years as scientists from a variety of fields 
try to address some of the many issues that face our nation. The 
report from an important conference about this topic concludes 
that “investments in quality child care and early education do 
more than pay significant returns to children—our future citi-
zens. They also benefit taxpayers and enhance economic vital-
ity” (Calman & Tarr-Whelan, 2005, p. 1).

One of the most notable proponents of the importance 
of public investment in early childhood education is James 
Heckman, a Nobel Prize–winning economist. Considered 
among the 10 most influential economists in the world, 
Heckman launched the Pritzker Consortium on Early 
Childhood Development at the University of Chicago in order 
to bring together leading experts to identify how best to invest 
in young children in a way that will pay off for society. The con-
sortium’s goal is to “identify the most important development 
opportunities for children 5 years and younger, and to trans-
form the way society and the business community view invest-
ments in early childhood education. We owe it to ourselves and 
our nation to make this a priority now” (Heckman, as quoted in 
Harms, 2006b, p. 1).

Heckman’s research shows that support for high-quality 
early childhood programs for disadvantaged children would 
raise high school graduation rates from 41% to 65% and col-
lege enrollment from 4.5% to 12%. However, if this support 
were sustained beyond the early years—through the remain-
der of childhood and adolescence—the combined intervention 
would result in high school graduation rates of 90% and college 
attendance of 37%. The payoff for society would be an improved 
workforce, the mainstay of the economy. Heckman sees child-
hood as “a multistage process where early investments feed 
into later investments. Skill begets skill; learning begets learn-
ing” (as quoted in Harms, 2006a, p. 1).

Recognition of the importance of the early years has been 
echoed by other well-known leaders, including the former chair-
man of the Federal Reserve, Ben Bernanke. Bernanke noted this:

Although education and the acquisition of skills is a 
lifelong process, starting early in life is crucial. Recent 
research . . . has documented the high returns that early 
childhood programs can pay in terms of subsequent 
educational attainment and in lower rates of social 
problems, such as teenage pregnancy and welfare 
dependency. The most successful early childhood 
programs appear to be those that cultivate both cognitive 
and non-cognitive skills and that engage families in 
stimulating learning at home. (Bernanke, 2007, pp. 4–5)

The value of early intervention for children living in poverty 
is not new, however. Much of this recent interest stems from 
research that was begun many decades ago. Probably the most 
widely cited study is the Perry Preschool Project, which followed 
a group of low-income 3- and 4-year-olds from 1962 to the pres-
ent day. As children, this group received high-quality early child-
hood education, augmented by considerable family involvement. 
A second group of children, who had the same characteristics 
but did not participate in the early childhood program, has also 
been followed through the years. The most recent report of these 
children who had been included in the intervention program and 
who are now in mid-adulthood shows continuing long-lasting 
effects of high-quality early education. More of the group who 
were involved in early education, as compared with those who 
were not, were employed at age 40, had higher earnings, had 
graduated from high school, and had significantly fewer arrests. 
An economic comparison of the cost of early intervention to sav-
ings in costs for special education services, welfare, and prison 
show that for every dollar invested in early care and education 
there is a $17 savings to society (Schweinhart et al., 2005).

WHAT IS INCLUDED IN  
EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION?

We have looked at some of the concerns that have made early childhood education, as one aspect of the 
needs and welfare of young children, a current issue. But early childhood education is a broad term and 
includes a variety of approaches and programs. We will now examine some of the ways in which this 
term is used and some of the classifications into which programs can be grouped.

Purpose of Programs

We have already touched on some basic differences in programs that stem from their underlying thrust. 
The major purpose of many programs is to care for children while their families work. The rapid rise in 
the number of children in full-time day care, either in child care centers or in family child care homes, 
has paralleled the increasing prevalence of working mothers. The primary goal of child care programs 
is to provide safe and nurturing care in a developmentally appropriate setting for children.
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Chapter 1  •  The Scope of and Need for Early Childhood Education    9

Enrichment is a second aim, evident particularly in part-time preschools. Such programs usu-
ally include specific activities to enhance socialization, cognitive skills, or the overall development 
of young children. The underlying notion is that children will benefit from experiences that they 
may not receive at home—for instance, participating in group activities, playing with a group of age-
mates, or learning specific concepts from specially trained teachers. Some programs aim at accelerat-
ing aspects of children’s development (especially in academic areas) through didactic activities—ones 
that have high teacher control. Early childhood professionals do not consider such an approach as 
enriching or as developmentally appropriate (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009; Stipek, Feiler, Daniels, & 
Milburn, 1995).

A third major purpose, found particularly in publicly funded programs, is compensation. 
Compensatory programs are designed to make up for some lack in children’s backgrounds. The basic 
philosophy of programs such as Head Start is to provide experiences that will help children enter the 
mainstream of society more successfully. Such experiences include a range of services that encompass 
early childhood education, health and dental care, nutrition, and parent education.

These categories, although descriptive of some underlying differences among programs, are not 
mutually exclusive. Few child care centers are concerned with only the physical well-being and care 
of children. Most also provide enriching experiences that further children’s development. At the same 
time, preschool programs have to be concerned with appropriate nurturing and safety while the chil-
dren are in their care. Similarly, compensatory programs are also concerned with enriching experi-
ences and caring for children, whereas child care or preschool programs may serve to compensate for 
something lacking in the backgrounds of some of the children. In fact, many Head Start programs 
now are offering wraparound services to provide extended care for children of working families.

Program Settings

Programs for young children can be divided into home-based and center-based settings. In the United 
States, when all ages of children are considered, the largest number of children are cared for in center-
based facilities. The National Child Care Information and Technical Assistance Center (NCCIC, 
2011) estimates that nearly half of young children are cared for by a relative, about one fourth are cared 
for in center-based programs, about 16% in a family child care home setting, and the remainder in 
some other type or arrangement.

Family child care homes are a significant part of the child care market. Because they provide 
a flexible, home-based care arrangement, it is often convenient for parents (Morissey & Banghart, 
2007). In most states, licensing regulations allow for up to six children to be cared for in a family 
child care home, although there is some variation. Family child care providers are often mothers of 
young children themselves and care for their own chil-
dren along with several others. They tend to serve more 
infants and toddlers than preschoolers because many 
families prefer this type of care for younger children 
while being more likely to select center-based care for 
preschoolers and primary school–age children. Studies 
have concluded that quality is lower in family child 
care homes than in center-based care. In particular, 
the quality in unlicensed homes tends to be even lower 
(Morissey & Banghart, 2007). It is difficult to get accu-
rate information about family child care homes and the 
children and families who use this form of care because 
unlicensed homes operate under the radar of licensing 
agencies.

Center-based programs are located in early child-
hood centers and usually include larger groups of chil-
dren than do home-based programs. Center-based 
programs have had the greatest increase among the 

Many young children are cared for in family child care homes rather than in center-
based care facilities. Typically, family child care homes have children of various ages, 
spanning infancy through the preschool and primary years.
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10    Part I  •  The WHAT of Early Childhood Education

types of programs offered in the United States. In the 
1960s, only about 6% of young children were cared 
for in centers (Capizzano et al., 2000). By 2006, 60% 
of children were in some kind of center-based care. The 
number of children in center-based care increases by 
age, with 28% of infants, 43% of toddlers, and 78% of 
preschoolers in centers (National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2008).

Ages of Children

Another way early childhood programs can be grouped 
is by the age of the children. The classification of early 
childhood spans from birth to 8 years, which includes 
infants, toddlers, preschoolers, kindergartners, and chil-
dren in the primary grades. Needless to say, working 
families need care for children of all of these ages.

Infants and Toddlers

One of the greatest increases we have seen has been in infant and toddler programs. Whereas in the 
1970s, less than one third of infants and toddlers had a working mother, by the turn of the century that 
figure increased to about 60% (Phillips & Adams, 2001). Center-based care for infants and toddlers 
represents the fastest-growing type of program, though the majority of children under age 3 are cared 
for in family child care homes or by a relative (National Center for Education Statistics, 2008). Across 
the country, child care centers have been converting parts of their facilities to care for infants and tod-
dlers, and many states have incorporated new sections in licensing standards to consider the special 
needs of this youngest segment of the population.

Not all infant or toddler programs fall under the rubric of child care, however. A number of com-
pensatory programs enroll children from infancy, starting with early parent–child education as a way 
of intervening in the poverty cycle. Notable is the Early Head Start program for children under the 
age of 3.

Preschoolers

The largest segment of children in early childhood programs are preschool-age, including youngsters 
from 2 or 3 years of age until they begin formal schooling. Some programs consider the preschool 
period as beginning at age 3; others enroll children once they are out of diapers.

Programs for this age group include a wide variety of options. The majority of preschoolers are in 
all-day programs that provide care while their families work. Some children attend part-day preschool 
or nursery school programs for social and educational enrichment. We will examine more specific 
components of DAP for preschoolers in later chapters.

Kindergarten and Primary Children

Many definitions of early childhood include children up to age 8. Thus, directions for curriculum, 
teaching strategies, and the environment in kindergartens and primary classrooms derive from what is 
known about the development and mode of learning of young, school-age children.

DAP for this age group, just as for earlier ages, involves an integrated approach. Integrated cur-
riculum acknowledges the importance of all aspects of human development—social, emotional, 
physical, cognitive, language, and creative—rather than focusing primarily on the cognitive. It also 
involves learning experiences that promote all aspects of development rather than separating the day 
into discrete times, such as for math, reading, physical education, or social studies. Through the use 
of learning centers (to be discussed in Chapter 8) and projects or themes (Chapter 9), such subjects are 
fully integrated and each is considered an inseparable part of the other (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009).

Center-based infant and toddler programs are among the fastest-growing segment 
of child care programs today.
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Chapter 1  •  The Scope of and Need for Early Childhood Education    11

Before- and After-School Care

Young school-age children whose families work full time also require care when they are not in school. 
This is often provided through before- and after-school programs and full-day holiday and summer 
care. Such programs generally focus on recreation rather than education, particularly self-directed 
and self-initiated activities, since the children spend the bulk of their day in school (Bumgarner & 
Haughey, 2016).

While many young children are enrolled in such programs, millions of others, labeled latchkey 
children, or self-care children, return to an empty home after school. Concerns about the safety, 
vulnerability, and lack of judgment of young school-age children have prompted an increase in 
before- and after-school programs. Most states do not set an age limit below which children should 
not be left alone, though the National SAFE KIDS Campaign suggests age 12 (Database Systems 
Corporation, 2009).

Sources of Support for Programs

Yet another way of grouping early childhood programs is by the base of their support, especially finan-
cial. Many early childhood programs are privately owned, for-profit businesses, whereas others are not-
for-profit enterprises operated through public funds or sponsored by an agency or church. A growing 
number of early childhood programs are also supported by employers.

For-Profit Programs

A majority of child care programs are operated for profit, either as a single, independently owned 
business or as part of a regional or national chain. For many years, the majority of child care in most 
American communities was provided by local owners who operated one or two centers. Today, how-
ever, child care chains, which have experienced tremendous growth, have moved into virtually every 
metropolitan area. The number of privately owned child care facilities has increased considerably in 
recent years. In 1987, there were more than a quarter million such facilities in the United States, but  
20 years later that figure increased to more than three quarter million (Biery, 2014). Child care chains 
are big business! Some even sell stock that is traded on the New York Stock Exchange, deal in mergers 
and takeovers, and use sophisticated marketing strategies.

Not-for-Profit Programs

In for-profit early childhood programs, what is left over after expenses are paid is considered profit, 
which goes back to the owner or stockholders. In not-for-profit programs, such monies are incorporated 
back into the program or are returned to the sponsoring agency. Not-for-profit centers gain that status 
through incorporation or sponsorship from an entity that is itself not operated for profit. Churches are 
the most common sponsors of early childhood programs, and other groups, such as YMCAs, YWCAs, 
city recreation departments, hospitals, colleges, and universities, also are frequently sponsors.

Many religion-sponsored programs came into existence in the 1970s and 1980s. Often, religious 
buildings included nursery, preschool, or recreational rooms that were used primarily on the day of 
worship. As the need for child care for working families became a more pressing social concern, many 
religious groups responded to that need by opening their facilities during the week. Some such pro-
grams are affiliated with and incorporate their religion, but many are secular.

Employer-Supported Programs

One of the fastest-growing groups with a stake in early childhood programs is employers. Many com-
panies have found that their interest in the needs and concerns of parent–employees has resulted in a 
more productive and stable workforce. For the working parents of young children, work and family are 
not separable and, in fact, often overlap. Child care, in particular, is not just a family issue but is also 
a concern to employers. Employees with young children, as compared with other workers, more often 
are late for work, leave work early, miss work altogether, and deal with personal issues while at work. 
When employers support child care in some way, the result is lower absenteeism, greater stability and 
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12    Part I  •  The WHAT of Early Childhood Education

loyalty, better morale, decreased stress, less distraction, 
decreased employee turnover, and increased productiv-
ity among their employees (Bright Horizons, 2018).

There are many ways in which employers can sup-
port their workers’ child care needs. Some large com-
panies have created child care centers in or near the 
workplace. Another way in which employers help their 
workers is through arrangements with community child 
care centers, for instance, through a voucher system or 
direct subsidies. Such an arrangement can ensure that 
employees are given priority when child care openings 
are available.

Other employers provide referral services to help 
match employees’ needs with resources available in the 
community. Some companies have helped develop and 
train a community network of family child care homes 
to meet their workers’ needs. A growing trend among 
employers is to provide more responsive scheduling 

options, for instance, job sharing or flextime. Child care is increasingly becoming a benefits option 
as companies allow their employees to select from a menu rather than providing a common bene-
fits package for all. Some companies, recognizing the significant problem posed by children who are 
mildly ill, have begun to explore sick-child care options (Galinsky, Bond, & Sakai, 2008) found that 
nearly half of employers offered some kind of dependent assistance, about one third offered child care 
resource and referral services, and 9% offered child care at or near the worksite.

As an increasing number of companies provide employer-sponsored child care for their workers, a 
recent trend has been the rise of employer child care management organizations. Such organizations 
contract with businesses to provide child care services for their employees. The best known of these 
management organizations is Bright Horizons Family Solutions, which manages hundreds of centers 
across the country, including for many top American companies.

University- and College-Affiliated Programs

A sizable group of early childhood programs is linked to higher education. The institution in which 
you are enrolled may, in fact, have such a program. Some are specifically laboratory or training pro-
grams that support student practicums and provide subjects for research; others serve primarily as 
campus child care centers for the young children of students, staff, and faculty. The trend since the 
1980s has been for campus programs to combine these two functions, offering child care to the cam-
pus community while using the children and families for practicum and research purposes (Everts, 
Essa, Cheney, & McKee, 1993).

Such programs are operated either as a campuswide venture or are affiliated with a specific depart-
ment or unit, for instance, early childhood education, child development, or psychology. Because of 
the involvement of professional educators, campus programs are generally of high quality, incorpo-
rating what has been learned about young children and early childhood programs through research, 
theory, and professional practice.

Publicly Supported Programs

Another significant supporter of early childhood programs is the public sector, whether it is federal 
government, state, or local agencies. Head Start is probably the best-known federally supported  
program. In addition, Child Care and Development Fund block grants allow states to provide child 
care support for low-income working families. There are also federally subsidized early childhood pro-
grams on numerous U.S. military bases around the world. We will discuss Head Start, public school 
preschools, and military child care in more detail.

There are many not-for-profit programs, which are sponsored by entities such as 
churches, city recreation departments, hospitals, colleges and universities, and 
YMCA or YWCA organizations. The fact that the sponsor does not operate for-profit 
gives child care centers sponsored by such groups not-for-profit status.
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Chapter 1  •  The Scope of and Need for Early Childhood Education    13

Sometimes finding quality 
child care is difficult and 
challenging, especially for 
new parents. I support par-
ents in their quest for the 
best possible child care set-
ting for their child by offer-
ing resources and referrals. 
I help parents with their 
search by providing various 
options for care as well as 
finding a good match.

It’s especially difficult 
to find quality child care 
for infants and toddlers. 
One wonderful resource for 
families that some aren’t 
aware of is family child 

care. Family child caregivers provide a nurturing environ-
ment for young children but are often isolated from other 
early childhood professionals. Hence, my job is to develop 
professional support systems for family child care provid-
ers through financial assistance, information, monthly child 
care trainings and visits, program planning, and technical 
assistance. The services provided help to encourage higher 

quality in family child care. I also help family child care pro-
viders through the process of accreditation, which in turn 
helps me validate the quality of their individual programs. 
With this help, there are now several providers in our state 
who are accredited, and more are currently in the process of 
becoming so.

Helping parents find the right match for their family is 
extremely important if the child is to have continuity of care. I 
need to make sure parents have the right information so they 
can be sure they are choosing the best possible child care 
placement for their child. We try to educate parents and col-
lect all the pertinent information regarding a parent’s needs. 
We provide various brochures, numerous checklists parents 
use while visiting a center or family child care provider, videos, 
and conversations with staff. After much discussion, the par-
ents can rest assured they have made the best possible child 
care choice for their child.

I am confident that by providing family child care provid-
ers with access to networks of other providers, they won’t feel 
isolated and alone. They can provide high-quality care for chil-
dren as well as meet the rising demand for infant and toddler 
child care slots. This arrangement results in a win–win situa-
tion: Parents can find the best-quality program for their young 
children, and child care providers are supported in developing 
high-quality programs.

STORIES FROM THE FIELD
MEETING MULTIPLE NEEDS

Marci, Campus Child Care 
Connections Program 
Coordinator
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Head Start

In 1964, in response to a growing concern about the perceived disadvantage at which many children 
from impoverished environments entered elementary school, Project Head Start was initiated. The 
goal of Head Start was to help break the poverty cycle by providing children and their families with a 
comprehensive program that would help meet some of their needs. Today, there are Head Start pro-
grams in every state and territory, in rural and urban sectors, on Native American reservations, and in 
migrant areas. Head Start serves 1.1 million children between birth and age 5 (Head Start Program 
Fact Sheet Fiscal Year 2016); it is estimated that this figure represents only 31% of eligible preschool-
ers and 6% of eligible infants and toddlers (National Head Start Association, 2016). Altogether, Head 
Start has enrolled more than 34 million children since its inception in 1965 (National Head Start 
Association, 2016).

Although Head Start is an education program aimed at providing a high-quality early childhood 
experience for 3- to 5-year-olds, it also has several other components. An important element is the 
provision of health care through medical, dental, nutritional, and mental health services for all of its 
children, recognizing that children who are hungry or ill cannot learn. All children receive medical 
and dental examinations, immunizations, a minimum of one hot meal and a snack each day, and the 
services of a mental health specialist if needed.

Family partnership is also an integral element of the Head Start program. Many parents have 
found employment through the program because it gives them priority for any available nonpro-
fessional Head Start jobs. Another component involves social services for families to provide assis-
tance, information about community resources, referrals, and crisis intervention. Finally, Head Start 
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14    Part I  •  The WHAT of Early Childhood Education

programs are mandated to serve children with disabili-
ties, no matter the family’s income. Ten percent of pro-
gram enrollment is reserved for children with disabilities 
(Head Start Early Childhood Learning and Knowledge 
Center [ECLK], 2017).

Since 1994, Head Start has also begun to serve chil-
dren under the age of 3. The Early Head Start program 
provides child development and family services to preg-
nant women and low-income families with infants and 
toddlers. Early Head Start was developed in response to 
the growing recognition of the importance of the earli-
est years of children’s lives and in acknowledgment of 
the woeful lack of infant and toddler care in most com-
munities. Some Early Head Start programs provide 
center-based services, while others rely more on home 
visitation and support. The goals of the program are to 

enhance children’s development (including health, social competence, cognitive and language ability, 
and resilience); support family development (including parenting, economic self-sufficiency, and fam-
ily stability); support staff development (for instance, by providing training and educational opportu-
nities); and support community development. About 10% of children served by a Head Start program 
are enrolled in Early Head Start (Head Start Program Fact Sheet, 2010). Early Head Start, like Head 
Start, mandates continuing staff training and education. Educational requirements for Head Start 
staff will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 4.

State and Public School Involvement

Current funding for early childhood education programs comes from a wider range of sources than 
ever before. A majority of states allocate funding out of their budgets for early childhood programs. 
The number of state-funded prekindergarten programs have increased dramatically over the past two 
decades. Most of these programs are part-day, part-year programs designed for 4-year-olds who are 
identified as having some risk factors that might keep them from being successful when they start 
formal schooling.

Such programs are offered either within public school systems or through a combination of public 
and private settings. Public schools have, of course, always been the providers of kindergarten and 
first- and second-grade programs; children in these classes have, by definition, been included in early 
childhood programs, as a category. Increasingly numbers of school districts are extending their pro-
grams to preschoolers. In another way, public schools have, for many years, provided early childhood 
centers as part of high school or vocational school training programs.

Public school sponsorship of early childhood programs is, of course, subject to the same limited 
supply of money that constrains other publicly supported programs. Typically, therefore, existing pro-
grams serve a limited number of children. In most states, such programs give priority to children who 
are considered at risk for school failure. Some states specify low-income children, while others indi-
cate that participants have to be Head Start–eligible. This focus on poor children or children at risk 
is, in large measure, a response to the number of children who are eligible for Head Start but are not 
included in that program. Some states provide programs for 3- and 4-year-olds, although the major-
ity are structured to serve only 4-year-olds. In a few states, prekindergarten programs are designed for 
children who come from non-English-speaking families. Educators, however, are calling for a broader 
constituency in public school early childhood programs—one that includes all children rather than 
only a limited group.

Child Care in the Military

The U.S. Department of Defense oversees 800 Child Development Centers on military bases around 
the world (Bushatz, 2018). According to Floyd and Phillips (2013), the Department of Defense has 

More than 1 million children are served every year through Head Start programs, but 
it is estimated that this program serves less than half of eligible children.
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Chapter 1  •  The Scope of and Need for Early Childhood Education    15

heavily invested in its child care programs, recognizing the importance of providing high-quality care 
for the children of service members as “a key component of combat readiness” (Floyd & Phillips, 
2013, p. 79). Military child care is the largest employer-operated child care system in the country. The 
National Women’s Law Center (Pomper, Blank, Campbell, & Schulman, 2004) published a follow-
up report on military child care and held up the military as a model for ways to improve civilian 
child care. The report identified a number of ways that improvements have been brought about in the 
military child care system to promote high-quality care. These include a certification and inspection 
system that ensures that programs maintain basic standards, a program accreditation requirement 
that moves programs to a higher level of quality, and caregiver training and wages that improve staff 
quality and stability.

DEFINING QUALITY IN  
EARLY CHILDHOOD PROGRAMS

Up to this point, we have discussed early childhood programs in fairly concrete, descriptive terms, 
looking at characteristics by which programs can be grouped. Programs can and should also be exam-
ined in terms of how they best meet the needs and consider the well-being of children. Such consider-
ations are related to quality.

Current research, in fact, focuses on identifying factors that create good early childhood program-
ming for young children. The old questions about whether child care is good or bad for children or 
what type of care is best are now obsolete; today’s research questions seek to find out how to make 
child care better for young children, providing empirical support for the factors commonly cited as 
indicators of good programs. The emerging picture tells us that quality in child care is not dependent 
on single, separable factors but is a result of the presence of and interaction among a variety of complex 
elements (Burchinal, 2017; Essa & Burnham, 2001; NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 
2000a). The research about high-quality early childhood care is also reflected in some important 
documents that guide the field, for instance Developmentally Appropriate Practice in Early Childhood 
Programs Serving Children From Birth Through Age 8 (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009) and the Standards 
for Early Childhood Professional Preparation Programs (NAEYC, 2010), both of which were intro-
duced earlier in this chapter.

How Do We Measure Quality?

Research on child care quality examines the impact of a variety of factors on child outcomes; in 
other words, do children score better on various developmental measures if they had been enrolled 
in a program with identified characteristics of quality than in a program without such features. 
In various studies of child care quality, such factors have been divided into two categories: struc-
tural and process. Structural quality includes characteristics that could be viewed as more indi-
rect, such as the adult-to-child ratio, group size, and teachers’ education. Process quality, on 
the other hand, is dynamic, including the interactions between children and adults in the early 
childhood setting, both in relation to the emotional support that adults provide children and the 
purposeful, intentional nature of their teaching. A large body of research has shown that process 
variables are directly related to children’s outcomes while structural elements are more indirectly 
related. Furthermore, Burchinal (2017) notes that structural quality contributes to but, by itself, 
is not sufficient for identifying a program as having high quality; process elements are a necessary 
component.

Structural Quality Elements

Structural quality includes program characteristics that do not rely on interactions but features that 
tend to be more static and more easily measured. We will examine three of these structural elements 
in a bit more detail.
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16    Part I  •  The WHAT of Early Childhood Education

Child–Adult Ratio

It is generally assumed that when caregivers are respon-
sible for a large number of children, the quality of care 
is adversely affected. Child–adult ratio has been widely 
studied over a number of decades. A number of studies 
have found the ratio of adults to children significantly 
affects children’s behavior and child–adult interaction 
(Helburn & Howes, 1996; Howes, 1997). Furthermore, 
there is more verbal interaction between adults and chil-
dren than when adults are responsible for fewer chil-
dren. Teachers are not able to provide the individualized 
attention young children need when there is a higher 
ratio of children to adults.

What is an appropriate child–adult ratio? There is 
no definitive answer, but the NAEYC suggests the fol-
lowing guidelines, which are based on research and in 
line with DAP: a ratio of 3 to 1 for infants, 6 to 1 for tod-

dlers, 8 to 1 for 3-year-olds, 10 to 1 for 4- and 5-year-olds, and 15-18 to 1 for children in the primary 
grades (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009).

Group Size

In the late 1970s, the large-scale National Day Care Study (Roupp, Travers, Glantz, & Coelen, 1979) 
indicated that group size was one of two consistently important variables that define quality of care 
for young children. In smaller groups, adults and children interacted more; children were more coop-
erative, innovative, and verbal; and children earned better scores on cognitive and language tests. 
Clarke-Stewart (1987) and Howes (1983) further found that children had greater social competence 
and adults were more responsive when group size was moderate.

Ideal group size cannot really be defined because other variables, including the parameters of the 
physical environment, need to be considered. NAEYC, through its DAP, provides some guidelines. 
For very young preschoolers, the association recommends no more than 12 children per group with 
two teachers. For 4- and 5-year-olds, NAEYC recommends a maximum group size of 20 children with 
two teachers.

Staff Qualifications

In the previous paragraph, we noted that the National Day Care Study (Roupp et al., 1979) found 
group size to be one of two important variables that define high-quality early childhood programs. 
The second factor these researchers found to be associated with high-quality early childhood programs 
was the importance of a staff with specific training in early childhood education and development. 
Such teachers engaged in more interactions with the children, and the children showed greater social 
and cognitive abilities, as compared with those teachers who lacked such training. In addition, teach-
ers with early childhood training were rated as more positive and less punitive, using a less authoritar-
ian style of interaction with the children (Arnett, 1987).

Process Quality Elements

Process quality includes such teacher characteristics as sensitivity and responsiveness; intentional 
teaching, including setting of appropriate goals; using a curriculum for teaching; keeping track of chil-
dren’s progress and using this information to plan appropriate activities to match each child’s ability 
level; and developing strong relationships with families (NAEYC, 2010). In short, the quality of early 
childhood programs is very much dependent on the quality of the interactions between teachers and 
children. In high-quality programs, teachers support children’s social and emotional development and 
engage in intentional teaching in developmentally appropriate ways. A large body of research supports 

An optimal ratio of adults to children is one indicator of quality in early childhood 
programs. A low ratio facilitates interaction and allows for more individualized 
attention to each child. According to research and the advice of experts, what is 
an inappropriate ratio for young children? What other factors are important in 
determining an appropriate ratio?
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Chapter 1  •  The Scope of and Need for Early Childhood Education    17

such characteristics as being related to quality in early 
childhood programs.

In response to this research and supported by child 
development theories (which we will discuss in much 
more detail in Chapter 5), researchers developed a sys-
tem to measure quality (Center for Advanced Study 
of Teaching and Learning, 2018). The Classroom 
Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) assesses the 
quality of teacher–student interactions in programs 
serving infants and toddlers through 12th grade. CLASS 
examines elements of teaching that can be tied to stu-
dents’ achievement and development. “CLASS™ is the 
only observational teacher-assessment tool that captures 
teacher behaviors linked to students’ gains and that has 
been proven to work in tens of thousands of classrooms, 
from preschool to high school and beyond” (Center for 
Advanced Study of Teaching and Learning, 2018).

The dimensions of the CLASS provide an effective list of features that define programs of high 
quality. These characteristics are divided into three domains: social and emotional supports, organi-
zational and management supports, and instructional supports. Within each of these broad groupings 
are more descriptive aspects that are observable and measurable. Let’s consider each of these three in 
more detail so you can gain a better awareness of what “quality” means.

Social and Emotional Supports

The relationships and connections among children and teachers are highly important. A positive class-
room climate is reflected by children and adults who are clearly enthusiastic and enjoy their interac-
tions and activities. Teachers are sensitive, responding consistently to the children’s needs, questions, 
and ideas. Teachers are aware of the abilities of individual children and provide appropriate support 
for all children. Teachers also value student ideas and viewpoints and help them value each other’s 
thoughts as well.

Organizational and Management Supports

A well-managed and organized classroom is an indicator of a competent teacher who supports devel-
opment of self-regulation skills in the children. Rules and expectations are clear and consistent and 
rely on positive techniques such as redirection and prevention. Children understand what behaviors 
are expected because these are reinforced often. Another characteristic of a high-quality classroom is 
the productivity that can be seen in its well-defined activities. Expectations are clear, and materials are 
prepared ahead and ready for each activity. In addition, the teacher uses effective strategies to engage 
the children. Instructions for activities are present in a variety of modalities, such as visual, oral, or 
kinesthetic. Such strategies are evident in large group, small group, and one-on-one activities.

Instructional Supports

Teachers in high-quality classrooms use a variety of strategies to help children understand the facts, 
concepts, and principles of relevant subject areas. These do not rely merely on memorization but on 
deeper understanding. Learning in this way can include reasoning, integration, hypothesis testing, 
and other higher order thinking skills. In other words, the teacher does not merely present information 
to the children but supports strategies that allow the children themselves to discover and internalize 
information as they learn about the topic. Effective teachers also build new knowledge and under-
standing on what the children already know and incorporate opportunities for children to practice 
new skills. In addition, children are given frequent feedback, which focuses on the process of learning 
rather than on getting the correct answer. Finally, effective teachers incorporate more complex verbal 

Warm, responsive interaction among adults and children is an important element in 
defining quality in early childhood programs.
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18    Part I  •  The WHAT of Early Childhood Education

communication into their teaching. They do this by 
encouraging and responding to children verbal explana-
tions, expanding on what children say, introducing new 
vocabulary, and asking thoughtful follow-up questions.

As you can see, an effective teacher is at the core of 
a high-quality program. Such a teacher provides a class-
room environment that is safe and nurturing, allowing 
the children to focus on learning. The classroom is also 
well organized and well managed. Children understand 
and abide by the rules, which are logical and reasonable. 
Activities for each day are thoughtfully planned ahead 
of time and materials are prepared and available. The 
effective teacher also provides numerous ways for chil-
dren to utilize various thinking skills that do not involve 
simple rote memorization but instead involve reasoning 
and integration. If you were to walk into a classroom led 
by a teacher such as the one described here, you would 

find yourself in a welcoming place where learning is exciting and enjoyable and where participants are 
engaged and excited about their involvement.

Quality as a Combination of Factors

For the purpose of discussion, we have isolated factors associated with high-quality early child-
hood programs into discrete topics and further identified them as either structural or process qual-
ity. It is important to keep in mind, however, that quality can best be understood and studied as 
a combination of components. As you further your understanding and knowledge of the field of 
early childhood education, remember that quality is not defined by a single factor but depends on 
the complex interaction of a variety of elements in which you, as an early childhood professional, 
play a key role.

THE FUTURE OF EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION

Up to this point, we have examined social forces that have helped to shape the field of early childhood 
education, looked at the multifaceted descriptors that define the field today, and examined qualita-
tive aspects of programs for young children. But what lies ahead? Are there more changes in store? 
Following are some predictors, based on a variety of indicators and trends.

�	 From all economic and social indications, it is reasonable to expect that a high percentage 
of families will continue to have two parents in the workforce and continue to need care for 
their young children.

�	 Employment opportunities in early childhood education will continue to increase. The 
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2018) projections indicate that the need for both child care 
workers and elementary teachers will increase by 7% by the year 2026.

�	 According to the Children’s Defense Fund (2018a), the U.S. Census Bureau reported recently 
that in 2016 the child poverty rate declined by approximately 1 million children, a very 
significant decrease. This represents a poverty rate of 18%, compared to the 19.7% of the 
previous year. The 2016 decline, however, may well be reversed by current budget proposals 
which plan cuts to social support programs.

�	 Federal and state funding for programs such as Head Start and local and state allocations 
to serve children at risk, along with programs and job opportunities for teachers of young 

A physical environment that is child-centered, organized, and stimulating is integral 
to the overall quality of a program.
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children, have experienced moderate increases over the years. However, a national economic 
downturn may mean less funding. In addition, recent legislation may well signal a reversal of 
that trend.

�	 An increasing number of children from families whose first language is not English will be 
served by early childhood programs, increasing the need for bilingual and bicultural teachers.

�	 Employer involvement in child care sponsorship is likely to increase as employers recognize 
the need to provide child care benefits for parents. A shift in the types of program 
sponsorship, along with new job opportunities, is likely to accompany such a trend.

�	 Although the number of available positions for early childhood professionals will continue 
to increase, there are nevertheless grave concerns about the stability of the early childhood 
workforce. In no other industry is there such a high turnover of employees as in child care.

�	 Stability of staff is an important element in the quality of early childhood programs because 
children’s trust and attachment to the adults in their lives depends on that stability. As a 
result, there has been increasing concern about the interplay between the needs of children 
for quality care, the needs of families for affordable child care, and the needs of early 
childhood professionals for appropriate compensation and status. We can expect greater 
focus on these issues in the future.

�	 In recent years, many states have undertaken initiatives aimed at bolstering the professional 
development of those who work in the field of early childhood education. We will discuss 
these initiatives further in Chapter 4.

�	 It is becoming more and more apparent that our country lacks a cohesive and consolidated 
social policy within which to consider child and family matters. For instance, a wide variety 
of agencies initiate, license, administer, and evaluate varying programs for children and 
families, often relying on disparate philosophies, approaches, and regulations. But, at the 
same time, because of increased public attention, there also seems to be greater willingness to 
address such issues with more depth, integration, and forethought.

�	 As a result, professional organizations are placing greater emphasis on the need to develop a 
system for financing early childhood education in the United States. Helburn (2003) argues 
that only the federal government has the ability to provide funding for a cohesive system of 
child care through which all American children are covered.

�	 Recent legislation has placed increased emphasis on accountability and assessment of 
young children, an issue we will discuss further in Chapter 6. Programs that receive federal 
funding, such as Head Start, have experienced greater pressure to demonstrate that they 
are making a difference in children’s development, particularly in areas related to school 
readiness.

�	 Publicly funded programs for young children, including many Head Start, Early Head Start, 
and kindergarten programs, often are operated only on a part-day basis. Such scheduling is 
problematic for working parents who need full-day care for their children. Despite limited 
funding, efforts will need to be made to deliver more wraparound services that provide 
extended hours for children who participate in a part-day program such as Head Start and 
Early Head Start.

�	 Within the early childhood profession, there is a continued focus on the pluralistic nature of 
our society and the shrinking world in which children are growing up. Many early childhood 
programs can be expected to focus more than ever on curriculum based on non-bias and the 
inclusion of children and families from different cultural, ethnic, linguistic, economic, and 
religious backgrounds, as well as children with disabilities. We will explore this topic in more 
detail in Chapter 13.
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20    Part I  •  The WHAT of Early Childhood Education

�	 Finally, because of legislation ensuring that young children with disabilities are included in 
early education, there will be continued efforts to integrate them into programs with children 
who do not have disabilities. As we will see in Chapter 2, such inclusive programs benefit 
everyone involved.

SUMMARY

Developmentally Appropriate Practice and Early 
Childhood Standards

Learning Objective 1.1. Explain the importance of devel-
opmentally appropriate practices (DAP) and early childhood 
standards for teachers.

Two central professional concepts in the field of early 
childhood education are DAP, a set of principles about how 
to teach young children that is based on an understand-
ing of child development and a familiarity with the cul-
tural context within which each child is being raised, and 
Standards for Early Childhood Professional Preparation 
Programs.

The Growth of Early Childhood Education

Learning Objective 1.2. Discuss the societal factors that have 
contributed to the dramatic increase in programs for young 
children over the past few decades.

A number of social factors have contributed to the expansion 
of early childhood programs and have brought early childhood 
education into the public consciousness. These factors include 
the following:

1.	 Changes in family life such as an increased number of 
two-earner families and single parents

2.	 Growing evidence of the benefits of early education for 
children living in poverty, children with disabilities, 
and other children at risk

3.	 Child advocacy, which has helped bring the needs 
of young children and their families to public and 
legislative prominence

What Is Included in Early Childhood Education?

Learning Objective 1.3. Describe the purposes and settings 
of early childhood programs, and categorize the age groups of 
children in these programs.

There is considerable diversity in the types of early childhood 
programs; programs vary according to the following factors:

1.	 Purpose of programs

2.	 Program settings

3.	 Ages of the children

4.	 Sources of funding support

Defining Quality in Early Childhood Programs

Learning Objective 1.4. Identify the factors that must intersect 
to provide and sustain a good quality early childhood program.

Program quality is one of the most important factors to con-
sider with regard to early childhood programs. The following 
elements contribute to the quality of early childhood programs:

1.	 Child–adult ratio

2.	 Group size

3.	 Staff qualifications

4.	 Teachers’ social and emotional support

5.	 Teachers’ organizational and management support

6.	 Teachers’ instructional support

7.	 Quality as a combination of factors

The Future of Early Childhood Education

Learning Objective 1.5. Discuss the key issues related to early 
childhood education that may emerge in the future.

There are a number of trends that suggest what the future holds 
for early childhood education. Some of the more current trends 
include the expectation that the needs of working families for 
child care will continue. In addition, early childhood programs 
will see growth in the number of children and families from 
other countries who speak languages other than English.

KEY TERMS

center-based programs
child–adult ratio
child advocacy

Classroom Assessment Scoring System 
(CLASS)

developmentally appropriate practice (DAP)

early childhood education
extended family
family child care homes
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integrated curriculum
latchkey children

nuclear family
process quality

self-care children
structural quality

KEY QUESTIONS

1.	 If you were given three wishes to bring about changes for 
young children and their families, what would they be? 
Share these with others in your class. From a combined list, 
develop several child and family issues that you think child 
advocates might address.

2.	 Visit an early childhood program in your community, and 
share this information with other members of your class 
who have visited different programs. Classify the programs 
according to their characteristics: for instance, purpose, 
setting, ages of children served, and source of support. 
Does your community have a variety of programs? Which 
types of programs predominate? What family needs are 
met by these programs?

3.	 Visit a local Head Start program. What benefits do you see 
for the children? Talk to a staff member, and find out what 
services are provided for the children and their families.

4.	 Suppose you were asked by the parent of a young child, 
“How do I find a good child care program?” What would 
you answer? How can you help a parent recognize quality 
indicators?

5.	 Projections for the future, as we have discussed, indicate 
an increased need for high-quality early childhood 
programs. What changes do you think are needed to bring 
about improvements for children and for early childhood 
professionals?

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Here are select additional books and articles on topics discussed in Chapter 1.

Children’s Defense Fund. The state of America’s children. Annually 
published yearbooks. Washington, DC: Author. Retrieved from 
www.childrensdefense.org

Elkind, D. (1987). Miseducation: Preschoolers at risk. New York, NY: 
Knopf.

Elkind, D. (2001). The hurried child: Growing up too fast too soon  
(3rd ed.). New York, NY: Perseus.

Kagan, S. L., & Cohen, N. E. (1997). Not by chance: Creating an early 
care and education system for America’s children. New Haven, CT: 
The Bush Center in Child Development and Social Policy, Yale 
University.
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